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Abstract
Since the early 1990s, the ‘migration crisis’ has been high on Europe’s agenda and a 
main cause of concern for European citizens. In recent years, numerous activists and 
scholars have denounced how the militarisation of migration and border controls has 
been explicitly bound with notions of humanitarianism. As such, the current focus on 
both the securitarian and humanitarian sides of the phenomenon supports a more 
complex logic of threat and benevolence that allows for a security-humanitarian 
response. Assuming the launch of Mare Nostrum – the military-humanitarian operation 
in the Mediterranean targeted at both rescuing migrants and arresting smugglers – as a 
transformative moment in the communication strategies of Italy, this article examines 
the narratives produced by the Italian Navy during the operation, and how these 
invite us to witness them. Pivoting on the interrelated notions of ‘war imaginary’ and 
‘emergency imaginary’, this article investigates how photographs and videos produced 
by Italian soldiers have contributed to represent the Mediterranean as a ‘humanitarian 
battlefield’. Thus, exploring the visual politics of Mare Nostrum within the broader 
framework of the new mediated warfare, it indicates how the bio-political imperative 
of managing lives is visually expressed through an aesthetic of trauma, where ‘war’ (on 
migrants) is represented both as an intimate experience of sorrow and as a public act 
of peacemaking.
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Introduction
With more than 20,000 people dying during high-risk journeys through the Mediterranean 
over the last two decades,1 Europe has become the deadliest migration destination in the 
world (Brian and Laczko, 2014).2 Nevertheless, most of these lost lives remain invisible 
and unreported, except when great tragedies occur and heart-breaking images catch the 
world’s attention, as in the case of the photographs of Aylan Kurdi, the 3-year-old boy 
who drowned on 2 September 2015 in a failed attempt to flee Syria. Shared on social 
media and appearing on the front pages of newspapers around the world, these pictures 
ignited a new conversation concerning the crisis, having an (at least fleeting) impact on 
policy, with the United Kingdom agreeing the day after to take in thousands more 
refugees.3
Two years before the picture of Aylan Kurdi, images of another ‘migrant tragedy’ had 
emerged in world media, shocking the European conscience and impacting European 
Union (EU) policies. The shipwreck off Lampedusa on 3 October 2013, which resulted 
in the deaths of 368 migrants, galvanised public opinion. The scale of the disaster tem-
porarily propelled this minor Italian island to the centre of global media attention and 
European political debate. As with the photograph of Kurdi’s body, the iconic images of 
the ship underwater and the coffins lined up in a Sicilian warehouse were ubiquitous in 
the media, prompting the concern of a wide array of politicians that Europe had lost its 
humanity.4
On 11 October 2013, another massive shipwreck occurred between Malta and 
Lampedusa that brought the death toll to over 600. In those days, as the world watched 
the images of the migrants who had lost their lives, the Italian authorities declared a day 
of national mourning for the tragedies at sea, proclaimed honorary Italian citizenship to 
the dead and launched Mare Nostrum5 – a military-humanitarian operation in the 
Mediterranean – targeted at both rescuing migrants and arresting smugglers, while stop-
ping the illegal entry of unauthorised migrants. It is worth noting that the Italian govern-
ment neither mentioned that the survivors of the shipwreck were being detained in the 
island’s detention camp nor that the Sicilian captains and ship crews, who helped during 
the rescue, were to be prosecuted on the charge of assisting illegal immigration and 
human trafficking. Neither did they report on the mobility restrictions of the visa regime 
that forces people to take boats and risk their lives crossing the Mediterranean.
The launch of the operation marks a transformative moment in Italian communication 
strategies. Indeed, while until October 2013 only limited news on dead migrants had 
been released and the few images circulating only portrayed those rescued on Italian 
shores, now, for the first time, Italian soldiers6 began producing photographs and videos 
about the operations on the high seas. These images were immediately distributed by the 
main newspapers and television news, presenting the public with a narrative of rescue in 
the Mediterranean.
Focusing on how the humanitarian aspect in favour of migrants co-exists with the 
military logic of protection (of Europeans) against migrants, this article aims to answer 
the following questions: Which representational regimes did the media employ to 
describe the military-humanitarian mission in the Mediterranean? How have rescue and 
border control operations been explained? To what extent did the (self)representation of 
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the new ‘humanitarian soldiers’ contribute to legitimising European migration policies? 
Which conceptions of humanity does this military-humanitarian imaginary come to 
legitimise?
The article opens with a short overview of how Europe’s ‘migration crisis’ has long 
been vastly inflated in public debate and then moves on to explore the role of the media 
in war and humanitarian crisis management, with a specific focus on the interrelated 
notions of humanitarian warfare and photographic humanism. I analyse how representa-
tion strategies and discursive practices enacted by the Italian Navy transform the threat-
ening spectacle of the ‘migrant invasion’ (De Genova, 2013) into the compassionate 
spectacle of the ‘humanitarian battlefield’. It concludes with remarks on the double-
sided nature of humanitarian governance of migration concerned with care and control.
Migration crisis? An ambivalent narrative
In recent years, several activists and scholars have examined the securitisation and mili-
tarisation of migration and border controls. Many of them have denounced the discourses 
that justify Europe’s massive investments in advanced border controls presenting the 
Mediterranean Sea as the setting of a perpetual emergency (Bigo, 2002; Mezzadra 
and Neilson, 2013; Vaughan-Williams, 2015). At the same time, the on-going ‘migration 
crisis’, declared in recent years, has been explicitly bound with notions of humanitari-
anism, focusing on human suffering and tragic deaths at borders (Albahari, 2015; Horsti, 
2012; Tazzioli, 2015). As such, it becomes clear how the current focus on both the secu-
ritarian and the humanitarian sides of the phenomenon supports a more complex logic 
of risk and benevolence, of threat and vulnerability, allowing for a security-humanitarian 
response (Andersson, 2014; Mountz, 2010; Musarò, 2013).
While this European crisis, which migration agencies define in terms of ‘mixed 
migration flows’,7 is by no means a recent and man-made phenomenon, it constitutes a 
policy domain that frequently stirs strong emotions and controversies (Moore et al., 
2012). It is a policy area where economic, political, humanitarian, cultural and legal 
points of view often clash with particular force. The complexity of these migration flows 
is challenging current frameworks, and Europe is struggling to develop a comprehensive 
architecture that balances efforts to assist persons in need with efforts to secure its bor-
ders (De Haas, 2007).
Since the early 1990s, the ‘migration crisis’ has been high on the European agenda 
and a main cause of concern for European citizens, alarmed by the ‘invasion’ of ‘poten-
tial terrorists’ as well as preoccupied with the humanitarian duty of safeguarding the 
rights of people who are attempting to cross borders. As such, politicians and the media 
began representing migrants crossing borders as a significant problem to be managed 
in terms of a wider social, cultural and political ‘crisis’. Far outstripping any real crisis 
is the public anxiety about migration in Europe, which in part has grown due to the 
media coverage of the phenomenon as well as the rhetoric of politicians, who describe 
Europe as besieged by people fleeing conflict or seeking a better life (Musarò and 
Parmiggiani, 2014; Pastore et al., 2006). Thus, considering that Europe’s intake of 
1 million refugees in 2015 amounts to only 0.2% of its total population of 500 million, 
crisis narratives are, in fact, a form of appropriation by policymakers – a means by 
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experts and institutions to manage the land and resources they deem under crisis while 
justifying their interventions.
Mare Nostrum: a humanitarian battlefield
While the role of media in humanitarian crisis management has been largely ignored in 
international relations scholarship, media studies have tended to frame the debate within 
historical accounts of the media at war, with a specific focus on the different media roles 
and influences in relation to the public and policymakers.
Among others, Der Derian (2009) and Shaw (2005) recognise an active role of the 
media in defining the new nature of the so-called ‘humane’ way of war (Coker, 2001). 
These authors concentrate on media management and its power of ‘maintaining the 
narratives that explain the images of war’ (Shaw, 2005: 92) and legitimise the military 
intervention in the eyes of the public in order to win it. Hammond (2007) explains the 
role of the media in postmodern conflict as a reaction to the ‘crisis of meaning’ that 
Western societies have been experiencing since the end of the Cold War. As such, the 
rhetoric and arguments developed to justify ‘humanitarian interventions’ as well as the 
‘War on Terror’ are used to produce meaning in order to set the political agenda. This, 
in turn, has exacerbated a preoccupation with images and the visual representation of 
military operations in recent interventions, such as Afghanistan and Iraq.
This aspect is particularly evident in the case of the visual politics of Mare Nostrum. 
As I mentioned in the ‘Introduction’ section, since the start of the operation, Italian sol-
diers on ships began producing photographs and videos about the operations on the high 
seas that were immediately distributed by mainstream media. As such, press releases, 
images, videos and films produced by the Italian Navy during the 12 months of the oper-
ation (October 2013–October 2014) might not be considered only as material or digital 
artefacts. Rather, they are institutional nodes in the European public sphere and actants 
whose visibility impacts public discourses, collective ways of thinking, and the decision-
making processes around the ‘migration crisis’.
As the images of coffins of victims of the Lampedusa disasters prompted Italy 
to launch a rapid-reaction search-and-rescue mission, practices and discourses 
performed during Mare Nostrum contributed to mediate decision-making at various 
levels while depicting the high seas as a ‘humanitarian battlefield’. The concept 
of ‘humanitarian battlefield’ can be better understood if we investigate the commu-
nication performances of Mare Nostrum within what Chouliaraki (2013) defines as a 
‘war imaginary’:
a structured configuration of representational practices, which produces specific performances 
of the battlefield at specific moments in time, with a view not only to informing and persuading 
us, as per the instrumental aspect of propaganda, but also to cultivating longer-term dispositions 
towards the visions of humanity that each war comes to defend. (p. 318)
Assuming, with Chouliaraki (2012), that the imaginary works performatively through a 
morality of virtue, that is,
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it draws upon familiar practices of aesthetic performance so as to engage spectators with images 
and stories about our world and, thereby, to socialize us into those ways of feeling and acting 
that are legitimate and desirable in a specific culture (p. 44)
we see how these images contribute to influencing public perception while shaping the 
social imaginary through moral discourses of care and responsibility.
By performing the spectacle of the ‘humanitarian battlefield’, the spectators are 
invited to imagine the humanity of themselves and of others. Both the humanitarian and 
the war imaginary can be considered as normative resources for ethical thinking. 
Inscribed in systematic patterns of global inequality and in their hierarchies of place and 
human life, the humanitarian and the war imaginary can both be considered parts of the 
same ‘emergency imaginary’ (Calhoun, 2010), which shapes the definition and rhetoric 
of emergencies, the ways in which they are produced and recognised and the organisa-
tion of intervention.
This association between European management of migration and war is not new. If 
in recent years some critical non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and researchers 
have spoken of a ‘war’8 that is transforming the Mediterranean Sea into a ‘battlefield’ 
(Balibar, 2015; Reid-Henry, 2013; Rosière, 2012), on 26 September 2014, the president 
of Italy’s lower house of parliament, Laura Boldrini, stated that the number of migrants 
drowning in the Mediterranean amounts to ‘a war’.9
Although Bigo (2014) has shown in his research that ‘most of the military personnel 
participating in border control, including those patrolling the seas, firmly reject this idea 
of a “war” or a front line to defend against enemies’ (p. 212), I think we might move the 
analysis of the ‘migration crisis’ beyond the military’s practical regime of justification. 
Being aware that the terminology of a ‘war on migrants’ risks reducing the complexity 
of border control through a simplistic narrative of geopolitics and conflicts of civilisa-
tions, as Bigo states, I propose to consider several factors within the broader framework 
of this ‘war’. On one side, we must include the strengthening of militarisation of Europe’s 
borders, the decision to involve North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) by deploy-
ing three warships in the Aegean Sea to target people-smuggling operations,10 the focus 
on deportations and the tragic death toll. On the other, we need to consider the way the 
Italian army adapts its practices to the new visual, moving, ‘live’ technology; the focus 
on the suffering of innocent people as a major factor in the decision to intervene; the 
linked discourses and practices of humanitarianism; and the media coverage stressing the 
micro-level individual experience rather than macro-issues of the collective social good. 
All these elements are typical of the current ‘humanitarian’ (Ignatieff, 2001), ‘media-
tized’ (Cottle, 2006) or ‘post modern’ (Hammond, 2007) wars.
The co-existence of the humanitarian narratives of saving lives and the spectacle of 
increasingly militarised and securitised borders have been highlighted since Mare 
Nostrum’s inception. As we can read on the Italian Navy’s website, Mare Nostrum was 
established ‘to tackle the dramatic increase of migratory flows during the second half of 
the year and consequent tragic shipwrecks off the island of Lampedusa’. At the same 
time, ‘the naval and air units deployed by Mare Nostrum were necessary to improve 
maritime security, patrol sea lanes and combat illegal activities, especially human 
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trafficking’.11 As such, the operation was led by military personnel and means, with the 
participation of voluntary healthcare operators. The Italian Navy, on one hand, deployed 
amphibious vessels, frigates, helicopters, a Coastal radar network and submarines to 
gather evidence of the criminal activities. On the other, they were supported by several 
humanitarian actors: the Fondazione Rava, the emergency services Corps of the Order of 
Malta, the Italian Red Cross military Corps and Nurses and Save the Children.
Speaking the language of combating human smuggling and potential terrorists, while 
rescuing lives and protecting migrants’ human rights, Mare Nostrum performs the spec-
tacle of the ‘humanitarian battlefield’. It is one spectacle, but different publics under-
stand it differently. Like the different light refractions of the same kaleidoscope, the 
national spectacle of surveillance, policing and border control is also the cosmopolitan 
spectacle of rescue and salvation. Mare Nostrum speaks different languages to different 
political constituencies: to migrants and to citizens, to smugglers and to transnational 
activists, to right-wing government coalition members and to NGOs.
Notes on methodology: visual narratives and frames
Stories of suffering, and particularly the vulnerability of the human body, are the clearest 
manifestation of ‘our common humanity’ that have historically informed the emergence 
of humanitarianism in the West. As such, assuming humanitarianism as the historically 
and culturally specific system of social relations, institutional structures and technolo-
gies that organise the humanitarian socio-visual field, I approach the visual economy of 
humanitarianism as
‘a contested terrain that simultaneously condenses and refracts public debate about the current 
world order, the ethics and politics of representation, and the state of permanent yet preventable 
structural vulnerability and situational distress to which most of the world’s population is 
subjected. (Kurasawa, 2015: 46)
As mentioned, the compassionate reaction of citizens watching hundreds of coffins on 
their television screens as well as the accusations of fatal delay in rescue operations 
urged Italy to launch Mare Nostrum.12
In order to investigate how this transformative moment in Italian communication 
strategies has contributed to reshape the relationship between the military and the 
humanitarian aspect of the operation, I will try to answer the following questions: How 
has the military-humanitarian operation been represented by the soldiers? What kind of 
relationship between rescuers and rescued has this representational regime established? 
How does this visual representation rearticulate the relationship between military and 
humanitarian mechanisms of migration governmentality? Which conceptions of human-
ity does this military-humanitarian imaginary come to legitimise?
To shed light on what the selected visualisations of the operation might reveal about 
the institutional framing of this prolific production in the context of the Italian ‘migrant 
crisis’, I concentrate on the visual and narrative aspects of the Italian Navy coverage of 
their operations. Adopting ‘the visual’ as key in the ‘cultural construction of social life in 
contemporary Western societies’ (Rose, 2001: 6), I focus on a sample of publicity stories 
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issued by the Italian Navy during the period of Mare Nostrum. From a large bank of 
materials available on the Italian Navy’s website, I selected documents, images, the offi-
cial video of the operation and a story-documentary co-produced by the Italian Navy and 
broadcasted by the Italian national television (RAI): Catia’s Choice: 80 miles south of 
Lampedusa.13 The documentary, which chronicles the rescue of refugees crossing bor-
ders during the last 2 months of the Mare Nostrum operation, has been broadcast in seven 
episodes, at prime time in October 2014. Each piece of media works to support my argu-
ment that there is a rearticulation of the relationship between the military and the human-
itarian aspect of the intervention.
The extent to which these images invite us to legitimise the operation (which cost 
€9 million per month) becomes clear if we adopt a ‘visual framing’ approach that takes 
into account how ‘favoured news framings and narratives about the war and its protago-
nists are powerfully performed, reflected and reinforced through the selective represen-
tation of certain events and people in news photographs, alongside the verbal framing 
indicated in the headline and caption’ (Parry, 2011: 1189). Considering how the images 
of rescue operations are symbolically organised, the representational genres that they 
utilise to convey distant suffering and the sorts of ideological and aesthetic positioning 
of actors involved in this process, we see how the spheres of the military and the humani-
tarian are undoubtedly converging in the symbolic construction of the Mediterranean as 
a ‘humanitarian battlefield’.
The article underlines how the Italian Navy’s choice of some keywords, key phrases 
and images (as well as the omission of other elements that could suggest a different per-
spective or trigger a different sentiment) reinforces a particular representation of reality 
and a specific emotion towards it. Furthermore, my analysis hinges on how the selected 
images, the official video of the mission and the story-documentary produced by the 
Italian Navy represent ‘us’ (European citizens) and ‘them’ (migrants) as ‘imagined meta-
communities’ and construct borders at imaginary levels, through mediated representa-
tions that are often presented as binary opposites.
Examining the institutional framing of the selected publicity images, we see how, 
since the very first documents, Mare Nostrum has been depicted both as a military opera-
tion and as the largest search and rescue operation the Mediterranean has ever known. 
The co-existence of the humanitarian element in favour of migrants and the military 
logic of protection (of ‘our’ European interests) against migrants is reflected in the com-
munication of the Italian Navy:
During the last 364 days of relentless activity in all weather conditions, the units of the Italian 
Navy have engaged in 421 operations and rescued 150,810 migrants; 5 mother ships have been 
seized and 330 alleged smugglers have been brought to justice. These results have been 
achieved by 900 soldiers engaged on any single day, 32 naval units and 2 submarines taking 
shifts in over 45,000 hours of active operations.14
This kind of celebration of impressive numbers and results follows a general trend 
visible in most of the press releases issued during the period of the operation. The ‘for-
midable job in assisting thousands upon thousands of refugees who have risked their 
lives by trying to cross the Mediterranean in rickety vessels’15 is often certified by the 
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reported numbers of people rescued. During Mare Nostrum, the Navy pressroom 
launched releases almost every day and sometimes even three a day.16 The public are also 
invited to follow the news #marenostrum on Twitter @ItalianNavy.17
A key issue in framing is the attribution of responsibility, which is generally divided 
into causal (the origin of the problem) and treatment (who or what has the power either 
to alleviate or to forestall alleviation of the issue) dimensions (Iyengar and Simon, 1993: 
171). The range of possible responses considered in relation to a conflict seems to be in 
some way related to which explanations of the problem are foregrounded and which are 
marginalised. Thus, to understand how the operation constitutes a transformative moment 
in the communication strategies of Italy, it is important to recall that since the launch of 
the mission, the soldiers began producing their own images about the dramatic rescue 
operations. These real-time images, which were largely circulated in mainstream media, 
invite us to see what was happening in the Mediterranean through the perspective of 
governmental and military authorities.
Findings and analysis
Witnessing personal pain: the photographs
Exploring how these images position us, its viewers, in relation to them, we see how 
most of the photographs trigger sympathy for the soldiers and pity for the migrants. 
There are plenty of images that portray the soldiers’ activities with the aim to draw us 
into a community of witnesses. Emphasising practices and discourses of care, aid and 
assistance, soldiers covered this operation as a humanitarian national benevolence that 
institutes an ‘imagined community’ (Anderson, 1991) between spectators and soldiers 
from the same country: a community in which the spectator is positioned as the possible 
saviour, while the rescued bodies are the ‘other’.18
Following the pervasive emotionalisation of the public sphere (Coker, 2001), these 
images invite us to experience the ‘humanitarian battlefield’ through a subjectivist aes-
thetic, which places a moral imagination of expressive sentimentality at the heart of 
war. Reporting intimate descriptions of the battlefield and privileging an aesthetic of 
individual trauma, the crew of the Italian Navy exercise photojournalism as itself an 
intimate practice of witnessing personal pain. As such, it places a deeply asymmetrical 
relationship between heroes and victims within what Boltanski (1999) calls the ‘topic 
of sentiment’ – a mode of representing human suffering that evokes gratitude towards 
the benefactors and tender-heartedness towards the beneficiaries of the exchange 
(Figure 1).
By analysing the performative dimension of these images19 – which are not just visual 
images awaiting their interpretation, but are themselves ‘interpreting actively, even for-
cibly’ (Butler 2005: 823) – we see how border control is redefined within a moral imagi-
nation that puts emphasis on human vulnerability.
If, on one hand, the images show the technological conception of border enforcement, 
which involves remote imaging systems, surveillance videos, the development of large-
scale databases, code breaking and border and migration security surveillance tech-
niques, on the other hand, the rhetoric of humanitarianism, visualising the ‘rescued’ and 
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their ‘rescuers’ in easily identifiable and moralistically seductive imagery, is the most 
commonly referenced narrative frame.
Officials of the Italian Navy are portrayed within a news discourse that constructs a 
moral imperative to save lives. Most of the images highlight exclusively the effective-
ness of the military personnel’s efforts in assisting the suffering victims.
The military’s activities are depicted in similar terms to the recurring imagery of aid 
delivery, with just rescued, grateful migrants receiving food parcels and water. Women 
with babies are the most commonly represented subjects.
Nurses with guns: the official video of the operation
To what extent the legitimacy of this military-humanitarian operation depends on how it 
is described and explained through media becomes evident through the analysis of the 
official video of the operation. It starts with silent images of a man drowning on the high 
seas, two Black women desperately crying over a coffin, hundreds of coffins on a vessel, 
emergency news commenting on shocking images of the Lampedusa shipwrecks and the 
trembling voice of the Pope announcing: ‘the only word I can say is: shame!’ During 
these first 20 seconds, through silence and with no voiceover describing the action, nor 
explanation and context, just drama, the editing of the erratic shots constructs a compas-
sionate narrative that appears as ‘real-time story telling’ made by intense images. We are 
invited to read the military-security dispositive of Mare Nostrum through the moral 
voice of the Pope – a religious authority who is here reframed through a secular humani-
tarian narrative, continuing the sacred salvational narratives of rescue.
An intense apocalyptic musical score immediately erupts after the Pope’s words. 
Following the visual quality of a Hollywood adventure, the rescuers arrive by heli-
copters, frigates and well-armed vessels, wearing uniforms and medical facemasks. 
Figure 1. Marina Militare, February 2014.
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The music grows increasingly epic. Images of soldiers rescuing people in the high waves 
alternate with that of medical care interventions as the rescued reach the technologically 
highly equipped vessel. The visual focus is on soldiers distributing food to starving chil-
dren and exhausted women, and a mass of Black men praying on the vessels, thankfully 
gazing at the camera (us). In the last shot, we are faced with the smiling eyes of two 
grateful rescued children, with a signboard on which they have written, ‘Thank you 
Italya’ (Figure 2).20
In the first part of the video, we are invited to witness a dramatic and urgent need, 
feeling the pressure to be concerned or upset in response to the horrifying images; in 
the second part, the high-adrenaline spectacle pivots on the soldiers challenging the 
waves to resolve the catastrophe. The happy ending of the final frame presents us 
with an intensely moralistic context – outside of any historical or political frame-
work – that reframes the operation as humanitarian benevolence. The presence of the 
camera in the vessels and the visualisation of the rescue operations bring the specta-
tor closer to the scene of the suffering than in any previous high sea humanitarian 
coverage. The spectators can witness the dramatic operations as a reality unfolding 
before their own eyes.
The unique perspective of soldiers constructs a celebratory positive portrayal that 
dominates above all else. The credibility of the ‘heroes’ is never questioned, nor is the 
legitimacy of their operation. At the same time, the victimisation of refugees transforms 
them into objects of pity. It is properly in the name of this mechanism of representation, 
which establishes a generalised concern for the suffering ‘other’, that the Italian Navy 
justifies and legitimises the military-humanitarian mission. The moralisation of the spec-
tator takes place through a mechanism of aestheticisation of suffering that is detached 
from any historical or geopolitical context.
Adopting the narratives of the emergency imaginary, the selection of images in the 
short video depicts the Mediterranean as a place where the ‘state of exception’ takes 
place, and migrants are reduced to ‘bare life’ (Agamben, 2005): excluded from the sphere 
of human values, civic rights and moral obligations. As such, this paternalistic spectacle 
constructs a ‘hierarchy of pity’ (Chouliaraki, 2006: 189), which reframes the military 
logic as an affair of humanitarian concern.
Figure 2. Marina Militare, March 2014.
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Rather than promoting solidarity in the name of human dignity, the military-humani-
tarian narrative certifies the complex ontology of inequality that gives specific hierarchi-
cal value and meaning to human life. As in other instances of humanitarian government, 
care and control both fuel and feed off each other, nurturing a ‘compassionate repression’ 
(Fassin, 2012) that fails to bridge the gap between ‘us’ and ‘them’. On the contrary, this 
risks providing support to neo-liberal global governance in establishing an asymmetric 
(in terms of both agency and dignity) moral geography of the world (Musarò, 2013).
A candle in the darkness: the story-documentary
Assuming that dramatic narratives may help define and modify the way we make sense 
of our reality (Ricoeur, 1984) and that they are able to show deep interconnections among 
events, psychological drives and actions (Longo 2015: 4), in this section, I analyse the 
story-documentary co-produced by the Italian Navy and broadcasted at prime time in 
October 2014 by the Italian national television (RAI): Catia’s Choice: 80 miles south of 
Lampedusa. Catia Pellegrino is the 36-year-old first female captain of an Italian vessel, 
the Libra. She is the lead character of this 92-minute documentary, chronicling the rescue 
of refugees crossing borders during the last 2 months of the Mare Nostrum operation. 
The story-documentary has been broadcast in seven eloquently titled episodes: the first, 
‘Today I rescued 400 people’; the third, ‘Those children could have been my children’; 
the fifth, ‘In the sea there are more dead than alive’.
Chronicling the rescue of refugees crossing borders during the last 2 months of the 
Mare Nostrum operation, this documentary with its strong central figure is a valid mode 
of representing factual events and even of providing an explanation of them; and it can 
work in a powerful, complementary way to conventional ‘factual’ output, following in 
part the character development, narrative design and emotional strategies of fiction. Such 
work, thus, has an epistemic and exploratory function since it provides ‘insight into the 
structure of the world, society, mental structures, existing conventions, rules and laws’ 
(Van Dijk, 1975: 292). It may present reality from an unexpected perspective, as a way 
‘to reveal while veiling’ or to produce a de-realizing ‘reality effect’ (Bourdieu, 1995: 4). 
And insofar as the documentary aspect resembles the events of which it is a representa-
tion, it can be taken as a powerful performative medium that rearticulates the military 
and the humanitarian frame (Figure 3).
Alternating brave images of the rescue operations with personal stories of the crew, 
the film focuses on the positive influence of Catia’s strength and empathetic nature in 
serving others while maintaining vigilance, keeping the seas safe on her watch. Catia is 
the candle that helps conquer some of the darkness of the world, lighting a path of hope 
to those in need. It is through her humility that we begin to see this story blossom.
Catia is depicted has having earned the respect and admiration of her crew. She was 
the only female on the Libra, and throughout the movie, she maintained the elegant dig-
nity that afforded her the privilege of being called ‘Comandante’. Through the episodes, 
we see how Italian marines have now become nurses, no longer just soldiers, providing 
a safe haven for those they help.
Next to security scenes depicting the fight against violent and brutal smugglers, there 
are scenes in which a crewmember begins crying as he recalls the dead bodies he retrieved 
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from the churning waters. As he is doing his duty, he is struck by the thought of his own 
daughter’s life and safety. In another scene, we see Catia and the crew of the Libra wash-
ing away the fears of the people they saved. As Director Roberto Burchielli (who spent 
15 months at sea with the captain) affirmed,
It was very raw and painful to see the vacant stares behind beautiful eyes of those displaced 
men, women, and children. Each human being with a tragic story behind eyes so frightened that 
they were willing to chance death, rather than suffer any longer in homelands marred by war 
and violence.21
Figure 3. Cover of the documentary La Scelta di Catia, October 2014.
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Like other humanitarian texts, the short TV series functions to construct an imagined 
community of viewers that are encouraged to identify with Catia and her crew. The focus 
on performance, confession and sensation effectively produces a simplistic narrative of 
conversion that foregrounds shock and forms of entertainment. This compassionate atti-
tude in reducing the number of victims ‘on the ground’ and protecting human life is evi-
dent in the ways the Libra’s team describes its new task as a ‘humanitarian operation’.
Through the hyper-emotionalisation and psychologisation of the marines, these 
images project a moral agency of emotional fragility that humanises and ‘feminises’ the 
armed forces within the realm of those needing ‘protection’ (Masters, 2005: 114). 
Emphasising the value of personal narratives, the marines appear closer to social workers 
than soldiers: social workers with guns. This attitude is in line with what Chouliaraki 
(2014) has defined ‘the empathetic soldiering self’, which is infused by the spirit of 
benevolence and can be associated with the soldiers’ effort to cultivate a military subjec-
tivity that sees the ‘other’ as the self and is committed to protecting her or him as one of 
‘our own’ – ‘thereby, paradoxically perhaps, effecting a new “civilianisation” of the mili-
tary’ (p. 615).
As in the previously mentioned video, the images of this documentary exclusively 
highlight the effectiveness of the marines’ efforts, rather than present the causes behind 
the operation. The issue of irregular migration flows is here construed as a journey with-
out destination, as a tragic game of fate. As protagonists of a crisis that comes from 
nowhere, migrants are depicted at the same time as subjects who are forced to put them-
selves in danger – departing on unsafe boats – and as subjects at risk (of death and traf-
ficking) who need to be saved. The story is about an aid operation, and the suffering 
party is only ever a recipient of aid, never an agent of his or her own destiny. Furthermore, 
it not only denies migrants’ agency to decide to move but also translates the very notion 
of ‘human’ into ‘life to be rescued’ and reductively transposes the human rights discourse 
into securing migrants’ lives at sea (Tazzioli, 2015).
In summary, while reaffirming our cosmopolitan solidarity through the language of 
benevolence and compassion of ‘our soldiers’, the spectacle of the ‘humanitarian bat-
tlefield’ contributes to feed what Mbembe (2003) calls ‘necropolitics’ – the symbolic 
practice of inserting death within existing hierarchies of human life, thereby perpetuating 
projects of territorial sovereignty and global power.
Conclusion
This article examined the narratives produced by the Italian Navy during the Mare 
Nostrum operation and how the military personnel invite us to witness them. In order to 
study the role of the media in the management of the ‘migration crisis’, the article 
explores how photographs and videos produced by Italian marines, during the 12 months 
of the operation, contributed to represent the high seas as a ‘humanitarian battlefield’ 
and, in so doing, to rearticulate the relationship between the military and humanitarian 
aspects of the intervention.
Considering the visual politics of Mare Nostrum within the broader framework of the 
new mediated warfare, I pointed out how the Italian army invites us to legitimise the 
operations through their effort to protect human life, in collaboration with aid and 
 by guest on October 1, 2016mcs.sagepub.comDownloaded from 
14 Media, Culture & Society 
humanitarian forces. Placing greater attention on the suffering of victims on the high 
seas, the way soldiers used the media reveals the possibility of a new role for them in 
pricking European conscience and encouraging greater, more ‘ethical’ interventional 
activism. As such, the armed forces acted as advocacy journalists that bring public pres-
sure to bear through media reports. In so doing, Mare Nostrum moves the war imaginary 
away from extreme violence. Conversely, the bio-political imperative of managing lives 
is visually expressed in an aesthetic of trauma, where war (on migrants) is represented 
both as an intimate experience of sorrow and as a public act of peacemaking.
In light of this analysis, I would suggest that this aestheticisation of war suffering situ-
ates the concept of security on the backstage of Mare Nostrum’s performances while 
feeding what Walters (2011) has recently called the spectacle of ‘the humanitarian bor-
der’: a physical-cultural landscape where life and death are performed on a daily basis as 
‘a way of governing this novel and disturbing situation, and compensating for the social 
violence embodied in the regime of migration control’ (p. 137).
If we consider borders not as mirror-like reflections of the divisions existing in the 
physical-cultural landscape, but as symbolic and political barriers enacted and performed 
as ‘discursive or emotional landscapes of social power’ (Paasi, 1996: 63), it becomes 
evident how the institutional framing of the prolific communication produced by the 
Italian Navy during Mare Nostrum contributed to feed both imaginary and concrete mak-
ings of borders. Indeed, while before Mare Nostrum media’s attention was predominantly 
on the ‘frontierisation process’ of Lampedusa, renamed ‘the border of Europe’ (Cuttitta, 
2014), the mediated performances of the Italian army moved the fight against clandestine 
migration and its compassionate spectacularisation into the open sea.
Furthermore, the article sheds light on the double-sided nature of humanitarian govern-
ance of migration. While Mare Nostrum, through rescue operations carried out on the 
high seas as well as in the territories of third countries, represented an instrument for the 
inclusion of migrants into the European space, at the same time, this humanitarian process 
of inclusion appears as an act of compassion towards victims deserving pity rather than 
solidarity. This double-sided nature of the humanitarian governance (inclusionary and 
exclusionary) not only fails to take account of specific political circumstances (Barnett 
and Weiss, 2008; Calhoun, 2010; Fassin, 2007), it also contributes to the media’s failure 
in properly comprehending and reporting the ‘migration crisis’ (Franks, 2013; Musarò, 
2011). Indeed, if migration is reduced to a humanitarian question of saving lives and to a 
question of combating the smugglers, its technocratic management appears to be beyond 
politics. Thus, the Mediterranean appears more and more as a de-politicized border.
With regard to the relationship between military coverage of the rescue operations 
and solidarity in general, the article argued that although the enhanced capacity of sol-
diers to directly testify what they are witnessing and relay information to journalists can 
do much to expose the ‘crisis’, it can do little to explain it. In other words, despite the 
emotional framing that invites us to empathise with the heroes or the victims, the article 
indicates that solidarity can be found only if we understand global political, financial and 
ethical interests outside the frame.
As support for my argument, let me conclude with a recent example that unequivo-
cally demonstrates the integral role of the humanitarian discourse of assistance and pro-
tection in the on-going migration governance. On 15 October 2015, during his visit to the 
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Italian Parliament, the United Nations (UN) Secretary-General, Ban Ki-moon, paid hom-
age ‘to the Italian soldiers who saved thousands of human lives in the Mediterranean’ 
and thanked ‘the Italian population for the efforts made to welcome and assist migrants’. 
Concluding the event, the Italian Prime Minister, Matteo Renzi, affirmed, ‘the Italy that 
welcomes you is the country of the Italian officers who became nurses to deliver babies 
in the ships on the Mediterranean. It is an Italy of which we are proud’.22
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Notes
 1. Although it is very difficult monitoring the deaths of asylum seekers, refugees and undocu-
mented migrants seeking a better life in Europe, I refer to the list of 27,382 documented 
deaths through ‘Fortress Europe’:http://fortresseurope.blogspot.co.uk/. Here is a list of death 
elaborated by UNITED: http://www.unitedagainstracism.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/
Listofdeaths22394June15.pdf (accessed 6 April 2016).
 2. Although there is a crucial legal difference between ‘migrant’ and ‘refugee’, it is worth not-
ing that in the media, the terms are often used interchangeably, depending on the period and 
its public sentiment (according to Google Trends data, throughout 2015, searches for ‘refu-
gee’ remained slightly higher than ‘migrant’, spiking in early September, around the time 
the distressing photos of Aylan Kurdi were released): http://www.newsweek.com/refugee-vs-
migrants-whats-right-term-use-371222 (accessed 6 November 2015).
 3. http://www.theguardian.com/politics/blog/live/2015/sep/03/tory-mps-join-call-for-cameron-
to-agree-to-britain-taking-more-refugees-politics-live (accessed 12 February 2016).
 4. European Parliament President, Martin Schulz, declared that Europe’s migration policy 
had ‘turned the Mediterranean into a graveyard’. During his visit to Lampedusa, European 
Commission President, Jose Manuel Barroso, said he was ‘profoundly shocked’ by scenes 
of coffins of victims. ‘The EU cannot accept that thousands of people die at our borders’, 
José Manuel Barroso, who heads the European Commission said; United Nations (UN) 
Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon was declared to be ‘deeply saddened to hear reports of the 
loss of lives’ and called on the international community to protect the rights of migrants 
and take action to prevent such tragic incidents: http://www.thenational.ae/world/europe/eu-
leaders-vow-to-end-deaths-of-mediterranean-migrants; http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.
asp?NewsID=46255#.VqTr7lLon5d (accessed 8 February 2016).
 5. Mare Nostrum (our sea) was the Roman name for the Mediterranean Sea, picked up by 
Mussolini to frame fascist propaganda about the ‘Italian lake’. As the same (ambivalent) 
name indicates, the possessive ‘our’ projects the Mediterranean as a European space of care 
and control, while it ambiguously refers to both Italy and Europe.
 6. Referring to Italian Navy, I adopt the term soldiers, armed forces or military personnel with-
out distinctions. Nevertheless, I have to make clear that in Mare Nostrum operation have been 
involved ‘sailors’ as well as ‘carabinieri’ and ‘guardia di finanza’, which are all corps of the 
Italian military army.
 7. www.iom.int/jahia/webdav/shared/shared/mainsite/microsites/IDM/workshops/return_
migration_challenges_120208/mixed_migration_flows.pdf (accessed 2 February 2016).
 8. Of interest is the Frontexit campaign, whose claim is ‘Europe is at war against an imaginary 
enemy’: http://www.frontexit.org/en/(accessed 24 January 2016).
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 9. As 2014’s death toll topped 2500, Boldrini stated, ‘There is a war underway in the 
Mediterranean. We are talking about a war, because during the last Gaza conflict around 2000 
people died’: http://www.thelocal.it/20140926/migrant-boat-deaths-amount-to-war-boldrini 
(accessed 29 January 2016).
10. ‘The goal is to participate in international efforts to stem the illegal trafficking and illegal 
migration in the Aegean’, North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) Secretary-General, 
Jens Stoltenberg, said: http://nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_127981.htm (accessed 28 January 
2016).
11. http://www.marina.difesa.it/EN/operations/Pagine/MareNostrum.aspx (accessed 25 January 
2016).
12. During this period, two other permanent missions coordinated and financed by Frontex and 
Italy operated in the Mediterranean: Hermes controlled the border along the Italian coast-
line, while Aeneas controlled migrant flows. Mare Nostrum signified a strengthening of these 
operations: http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-14-566_it.htm (accessed 25 January 
2016).
13. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0MJWdxuG0Qo (accessed 6 November 2015).
14. http://www.marina.difesa.it/conosciamoci/press-room/comunicati/Pagine/default2.aspx 
(accessed 25 January 2016).
15. Statement by European Union (EU) Commissioner, Cecilia Malmström concerning the opera-
tion, http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_STATEMENT-14-302_it.htm (accessed 29 January 
2016).
16. The Navy also published a daily diary with information and a picture gallery: http://www.
marina.difesa.it/conosciamoci/notizie/Pagine/20140219_migranti_augusta.aspx (accessed 24 
January 2016).
17. http://www.marina.difesa.it/conosciamoci/press-room/comunicati/Pagine/2014_030.aspx 
(accessed 26 January 2016).
18. In stark opposition to this framing, the 2015 march across EU borders made highly visible 
the agency of migrants themselves, exposing the crucial role they play in challenging existing 
governance structures. These people on the move challenged the image of the helpless victim 
and reasserted their agency, hopes and social and political identities.
19. http://www.marina.difesa.it/_layouts/15/MMIV2-Layouts/pages/MMI.GalleriaFullscreen.
aspx?PageId=1f721c47-dd5d-408d-82ad-226b3a03c23e&Guid=a3cdcf80-1680-4816-9ef3-
b89ae03a5236; and also http://www.marina.difesa.it/conosciamoci/notizie/Pagine/20141024_
annomarenostrum.aspx (accessed 21 January 2016).
20. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H7LWma67WAA (accessed 9 February 2016)
21. http://www.italoamericano.org/story/2015-4-1/Burchielli (accessed 2 February 2016)
22. http://www.onuitalia.com/eng/2015/10/15/thanks-for-60-years-of-italy-un-partnership-said-
ban-ki-moon-in-rome/ (accessed 2 February 2016)
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